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Abstract
This article explores the benefits that accrue when teachers of writing write together in 
community. It argues that teaching writing is a craft, and so teachers of writing must 
practice that craft. The National Writing Project Invitational Summer Institutes give 
teachers this opportunity to write together in a supportive group. In one state, NWP 
teacher-consultants look forward each year to a renewal of that summer institute 
experience. The article explains how that happens, illustrates it through the teachers’ own 
writing, and shows how this represents exemplary professional development for teachers.
Introduction
What do memories of clothing and open mic readings have to do with professional 
development of writing teachers? Be patient, and we’ll tell you.
A core tenet of the National Writing Project is that teachers of writing must be 
writers (Gray, 2000; Lieberman & Wood, 2002). In other words, teaching the craft of 
writing requires practicing the craft of writing. We acknowledge this truth when it comes 
to other crafts, whether painting, metalworking, electricity, or tennis. Could you teach 
someone how to paint if you had never held a paintbrush or if you did not regularly 
practice the art of painting, so that you could understand the challenges student artists 
face and base your teaching strategies on your own experiences as a painter? Donald 
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Graves (1994) told teachers, “Writing is a craft. It needs to be demonstrated to your 
students in your classroom, which is a studio, from choosing a topic to finishing a final 
draft” (p. 110). 
Many teachers neglect the teaching of writing in large part because they do not 
practice writing themselves or do not see themselves as writers. They cover for this gap by 
assigning writing and evaluating writing. Also, they imagine that their abilities as readers 
of good writing allow them to expound the qualities of good writing for their students. 
But just as teaching art history or art appreciation is not the same as teaching drawing or 
painting, so teaching literary history or literary appreciation and interpretation is not the 
same as teaching writing, whatever genre one tries to teach. And again, when teachers are 
not practicing writers, the one genre of writing they are most likely to be familiar with is 
academic writing, having done plenty of that in their own days as students, and in their 
occasional forays back into the university classroom to take courses for license renewal. 
This reality accounts for the tremendous amount of “school” writing assigned and taught 
in classrooms. Graves (1994) argued that writing needs to be more broadly conceived: 
Sadly, for most of us, throughout our school careers — from first grade 
through advanced degrees — writing was used to check us out: Did we 
know what someone else thinks we ought to know? “Write a term paper, 
an exam, a theme; answer questions at the end of the chapter; fill out this 
form.” There is a place for this kind of writing, but when it constitutes 
nearly the whole diet, students lose sight of what writing is for. Worse, 
they lose their political birthright as well as a valuable means of finding 
out what writing can do. (p. 34)
State standards and professional standards do mandate the teaching of a wide 
range of genres, ranging from narrative and poetry to proposals to letters to the editor. 
However, unless teachers have regular experience writing in a range of genres, experience 
peer and reader response to their writing, and engage in sustained reflection on their 
writing processes, they will not be comfortable or effective teaching students to write 
in diverse genres. They will not understand how to create classrooms that are writing 
workshops, where apprentice writers practice their emerging craft under the mentorship 
of the most experienced, self-aware writer in the room — the adult writer in the 
classroom, their teacher.
So it should come as no surprise to learn that teachers whose professional 
development includes opportunities to write in a community of writers become the most 
effective teachers of writing. Their practice changes, their attitudes become more positive, 
and their confidence grows. These teachers enjoy teaching children and young adults to 
write. They teach out of experience, not stale bromides or dusty memories.
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Such professional development for writing teachers is provided by sites of 
the National Writing Project, the nation’s oldest and most acclaimed professional 
development network for teachers of writing at all levels. The core program for each 
NWP site is an Invitational Summer Institute in which 12–20 teachers meet daily for 
18–20 days, and a large part of their time together is spent writing, sharing their writing, 
responding to each other’s writing, and reflecting on that writing. Each institute includes 
opportunities to “publish” one’s writing, whether in a bound anthology of participants’ 
writing, or in an online forum, or in a daily author’s chair. Although summer institutes 
also include demonstrations of teaching strategies, discussions of best practice in writing 
instruction, inquiry into professional reading, and forays into the world of teacher 
research, most if not all participants report that the most significant element of the 
institute is the opportunity to write (see Gray, 2000). Some institute participants have 
done little self-directed writing since college, or since elementary school for that matter, 
and they may have trouble seeing themselves as writers. Some participants love to write 
and do so whenever possible, but find it difficult in a busy professional life to carve out 
space for writing and to find a community of writers with whom to grow. The summer 
institute re-energizes writers and gives birth to writers, and the result is teachers of 
writing who go back to their classrooms with a recent experience of writing on which 
to draw as they develop curriculum and guide student writers. As Ray (2002) argued, to 
teach students how to write and help them understand writing processes, we can look 
to professional writers, who share some of their experience as writers in interviews and 
memoirs. But we also need to have those experiences ourselves, because our students 
see us in front of them daily. They see us as human, and they can see us as writers who 
are struggling just as they do. And when we understand writing from the inside, we can 
build a curriculum from those experiences (Ray, 2005). Jane Juska has written about the 
change in her teaching after doing the Bay Area Writing Project Summer Institute:
The biggest change inside my classroom [after doing the SI] was that I 
wrote with the kids.…Reform in my classroom meant changing what 
went on between my kids and me. Writing is a great leveler. When 
I began writing with my students, the walls came down, the barriers 
collapsed, though that’s not necessarily what I intended. No matter, the 
kids could see that, as a writer, I was as vulnerable as they, that I needed 
their response and advice as much as they needed mine. We became 
writers together. (p. 97)
Because writing in the summer institute is such a powerful experience, graduates of 
those institutes, called teacher-consultants when they stay active in their local site, crave 
more of that experience they had as writers in community. They recognize the truth of 
Learning the Tune: Writing Teachers Write Together
85
what Graves (1994) advised teachers: It is important to write and make that part of your 
teaching. Don’t let writing simply be a good memory of a summer institute or a long-
ago course. “In our research, we’ve found that when the teacher writes instead of moving 
around the room conducting conferences, the children write even more intensely”  
(p. 365). Graves also advised teachers to share their writing with one or more colleagues, 
forming a small writing group, and to write for publication.
How do NWP teacher-consultants find these writing experiences after the summer 
institute? Many find them through ongoing programs sponsored by their writing project 
site, including small writing groups, advanced institutes in subsequent summers, and 
writing retreats. In Indiana, the five NWP sites have found another way to provide 
teachers a mid-year writing experience. Every February, teachers from those five sites 
gather in Indianapolis for a two-day state network retreat. Activities during the retreat 
include teaching and professional development roundtables and demonstrations, poster 
sessions, brainstorming sessions, advocacy sessions, and planning for statewide programs 
and events. But the one activity that every participant anticipates, and then in memory 
cherishes, is the Friday evening writing session and open mic reading.
The writing sessions are led by Mary Nicolini, Hoosier Writing Project codirector 
and longtime high school English teacher. Nicolini has a unique way of conducting 
these sessions. She brings a thematic set of readings — poetry, fiction, essays, and even 
song lyrics — about a single theme. The themes come from everyday life: food, hair, or 
clothing. Nicolini asks teachers in the room to take turns reading aloud from some of 
the texts; other texts are available at each table for participants to scan as they choose. 
And then, with a few brief suggestions, “You could write about Sunday dinners at your 
grandmother’s house, or about a memorable experience preparing a meal, or about a 
significant memory associated with a specific food, or comment on an interesting or 
infuriating cultural practice associated with food. Or anything else that these texts inspire 
you to write,” Nicolini tells people to start writing. Pens scratch slowly or furiously across 
legal pads and decorated writing journals; laptops hum and the clicking of fingers on 
keyboards punctuates the silence. Someone chuckles at her own writing; another person 
stares into space, struggling with writer’s block. Brows are furrowed in concentration. 
When time is (reluctantly) called about 45 minutes later, one hears a collective sigh 
mixed of contentment, frustration, and excitement. Then there is the sound of chair 
legs scuffed across the floor, and people rise, stretch, head for the restroom or the water 
fountain, and chat animatedly with their colleagues. But only a tiny number call it a 
night (and those few are no doubt exhausted by a week of teaching and an afternoon’s 
long drive). Most are busy signing up for the open mic reading yet to come or more shyly 
awaiting the chance to hear other teachers read their drafts. 
Participants agree that the thematic text sets are an essential component to these 
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magical evenings. Hoosier Writing Project leaders were first introduced to the concept 
of “text sets” by Jerry Harste in summer 1994 when he gave us copies of Mama, Do You 
Love Me?, Koala Lou, and Love You Forever and had us discuss the theme of unconditional 
love. Text sets immediately became a part of our writing project summer institute, and we 
blended children’s picture books (which have since been dubbed “mini-texts”) with poetry 
and excerpts from short stories and novels to create multigenre sets that spanned cultures 
and time periods. The first such grouping included Sandra Cisneros’s (1997) “Hair” 
from House on Mango Street; Gwendolyn Brooks’ (2005) poem, “To Those of My Sisters 
Who Kept Their Naturals: Never to look a hot comb in the teeth”; an excerpt from The 
Autobiography of Malcolm X (1987) on his first conk; and a prose poem by David Ignatow 
(1993). While at first appearing perhaps to deal with a somewhat frivolous topic, the 
writing these texts inspired was, by turn, humorous, poignant, and reflective, often dealing 
with issues of identity.
Several other sets followed, and teachers K–16 saw the value of combining multiple 
authors and genres to allow students of all ages the opportunity to connect with texts 
to find something to say. Since we had success in our summer institute and in our 
classrooms, we decided to bring text sets to the annual network retreat in February.
A text set having to do with “clothing” was the basis for our writing one cold winter 
night. The set included excerpts from the J. Peterman (retrieved 2009) catalogue, 
Cisneros’s “Eleven,” Amy Lowell’s (retrieved 2009) “Patterns,” and Bob Dylan’s (retrieved 
2009) lyrics for “Man in the Long Black Coat.” Almost 500 years separated Robert 
Herrick’s (retrieved 2009) “Upon Julia’s Clothes” and Judith Clark’s “After My Arrest,” 
but both worked well together. 
Faithful blue bathrobe — 
it is about time I let you go.
Thus began Bea Sousa of the Indiana Writing Project at Ball State University in 
Muncie. She continued: 
You didn’t suit me at first. 
I wanted a replacement for that 
beloved blue robe, 
the one that folded about me 
with a tie belt,  
featured deep lapels; 
the one whose graceful folds and the 
ever-so-slight train 
resembled a gown worn by  
Katherine Hepburn in a 1940s movie.
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There’s a lot going on in just this first chunk; Sousa speaks to the attachment we form 
with inanimate objects and the associations we make with them. She concluded:
You proved yourself a true and trusted friend — 
You warmed me those long weeks in California 
as Dad recovered from chemo, 
you were there as I drank coffee that Saturday 
morning I decided to leave Noblesville schools, 
and you have been with me on lazy mornings since, 
legs tucked into your billowiness, as 
I sat by the fire, writing my life.
Using Thoreau’s (1854, 2004) “beware of all enterprises that require new clothes”  
(p. 21) as an epigraph, Purdue University’s Christian Knoeller wrote, 
You’ve just got to know where to shop 
we joke after she slips into some 
old thing that turned up
at Good Will likely as not as if 
we’d inherited nothing but this 
ethic of thrift.
He goes on to summon memories of his father, a compulsive saver, who prepared for 
the “next inevitable Depression,” and who 
In his eighties now, he still 
hangs my high school letter  
jacket from the basement stairs, 
its white leather sleeves darkened 
by decades of yard work, raking 
leaves and acorns from the lawn, 
clearing ice from the walk 
year after year.
Chances are, Knoeller, a teacher-consultant from the Bay Area WP who serves on 
the Hoosier Writing Project advisory board, would have written a fine poem about his 
father without the prompt of “clothing,” but the image of his letter jacket formed an icon 
around which to craft the piece.
Not all participants chose to write poems. Ray Palasz of the Northwest Indiana 
Writing Project at Purdue University Calumet composed an essay that began with 
reminiscences of the costumes he wore for theatre roles: 
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Over the years I have worn some pretty strange outfits. In the first grade 
I wore a paper bag over my head as an elephant in a play about how 
the elephant got its trunk. Then in the fifth grade I wore a costume not 
unlike Will Ferrell’s in Elf.…In college I wore traditional Russian clothing 
as a dying man in an adaptation of Chekov’s The Bride. A year later I 
wore a 1920s suit as I portrayed Creon in Medea.…My Creon outfit gave 
a sense of discipline and command to his character, whereas my cutoff 
khaki shorts and sleeveless Hawaiian shirt gave my portrayal of Bottom in 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream a laidback yet pompous feel. 
The essay culminated with an observance of how we sometimes prematurely form 
opinions based on appearances rather than performance:
As a teacher I have met students from many walks of life. Some of the best 
dressed kids struggled with problems from home, while others who were not 
fashion plates have been some of the hardest workers. In life we learn not to 
judge a book by its cover because sometimes what is on the outside does not 
match what is on the inside. And if the clothes are supposed to make the 
man, what kind of man (or woman) is made when the clothes don’t match?
What started as a casual recollection of his involvement in theatre developed into a 
philosophical commentary on his teaching life.
Remembering that Sears once sold pants with a guarantee that children would grow 
out of their ToughSkin jeans before the jeans wore out, Paul Hankins of the Indiana 
University Southeast Writing Project began his prose poem with
Smiling boys, holding books in ways I had not seen  
at Ottawa Elementary School. Their clothes looked coordinated and 
confident. 
They came from and resided in, while not posing against fence posts  
and trees, 
in ToughSkin Territory. 
They pushed their thumbs through their front belt loops 
And they smiled into cameras, faces that appealed  
to rural, money conscious step-mothers.
Low-end denim that often pinched after the first washing  
or two, their tri-blend of durable dacron type 59 polyester, duPont 420 
nylon, and cotton. 
It said Toughskin on the label, but I would learn about tough skin 
through wearing them.
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The humor of the piece belies the seriousness of it. Hankins recounts agonizing 
aspects of early adolescence, when he wanted to fit in, but clad in his ToughSkins, “I 
would never commune with these children, sitting in the hallway.…I would hide, in my 
green pants…until the bell rang for us to go inside again.” Hankins uses the vehicle of 
the tan ToughSkins to recall his grandfather:
Of the five-color palate, my favorite pair of pants, 
I would wear them with a flowered shirt with a spread collar 
and pretend I was a Shark, in chinos, 
like the Mexicans in West Side Story my Grandfather let me watch
on his newfangled VCR with the slam-down top.
and the blue, his father:
To match the collar of my dad’s McClaughlin Co. workshirt. 
He had taken drafting classes in high school and gave himself the 
nickname “T-Square.” 
When the name didn’t take in his small circle of friends,  
he would recycle it some decade later as his CB handle. 
In all, it is a remarkable piece, spanning issues of belongingness, love, and religion in 
1,500 words cranked out after dinner on a cold winter night. 
So why do we do it? Kim Stafford (1990), director of the Oregon Writing Project, 
puts our experience at these retreats into eloquent prose:
I am a bigger soul for the writing I have done in the company of my 
writing project colleagues. I am a more deeply informed teacher for the 
writing I have witnessed as it came into being.…And I know I am a 
fortunate learner, stunned by wonder as I bow over the alchemy of words, 
staring into the page where I am invented again and again. A writer, I 
am alone there, and in good company. I float on my back, stay calm, and 
breathe.” (p. 90)
In an interview with Instructor, Donald Graves answered the question “If you had to 
choose one thing teachers should do when teaching writing, what would it be?”  
by saying: 
Write yourself. Invite children to do something you’re already doing. If 
you’re not doing it, Hey, the kids say, I can’t wait to grow up and not have 
to write, like you. They know. And for the short term and the long term, 
you’ll be doing yourself a favor by writing.…The wonderful thing about 
writing is that it separates the meaningless and the trivial from what is 
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really important. So we need it for ourselves and then we need to invite 
children to do what we’re doing. You can’t ask someone to sing a duet 
with you until you know the tune yourself. (“Answering,” 2009)
Linda Rief, author of Seeking Diversity (1991) and a mentee of Graves at the University 
of New Hampshire, also promotes writing teachers writing. “Kids of all ages need good role 
models and constant feedback on their writing,” she says. However, Rief feels that “teachers 
who write with their students are the exception rather than the rule.” She states, “Teachers 
want to be in control. As Don [Graves] says, when you put your writing out there, it’s like 
standing naked in front of 25 kids” (as cited in Slover, 2005, p. 2). 
Ray (2002) emphasizes that teachers’ writing experiences are the basis of their 
developing a writers’ workshop curriculum. As teachers of writing, she says, we don’t have 
to write well, nor do we have to write a lot. We may write during the summer. We may 
try our hand at a new genre we are introducing in our curriculum. But once we have had 
a writing experience, we can draw on it for years. Ray also notes that we have to write like 
teachers of writing:
Because we are teachers of writing, writing for us is more than just the 
experience of getting it done. We have to have that experience, but 
because we teach, we also have to be able to explain that experience.…
The experience becomes something we understand about writing. It 
becomes curriculum. (p. 7) 
Ray sums up the writing-teaching writing connection: “We don’t just teach the 
process; we teach what it is like to be a writer going through the process.” (p. 9; see also 
Gray, 2000, p. 85)
“Writing is very personal. By writing themselves, teachers show they really value the 
process and know how hard it is,” Rief says. And for a weekend in February, writing teachers 
from around the state get “naked,” work hard to learn the tune of this writing “duet.”
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